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THE LATEST DISCOVERIES IN PALESTINE: CANAAN 
BEFORE THE ISRAELITES 



PROFESSOR A. H. SAYCE, LL.D. 

Oxford University, Oxford, England 



It is just twenty-four years since I first traveled in Palestine. As 
I was without tents, dependent for a night's lodging on the hospi- 
tality of the natives, I was able to move more rapidly than the ordi- 
nary traveler, and to explore districts which lie out of the usual route. 
One result of this was a pretty thorough exploration of the southern 
part of the old territory of Judah. Here I was struck by the number 
of tels that I came across, all of them marking the site of an ancient 
town, and for which neither maps nor guidebooks had prepared me. 
One in particular arrested my attention on account of its size and 
position, and so impressed was I with the possibilities which it offered 
to the excavator that on my return to England I told Sir Walter 
Besant, at that time the secretary of the Palestine Exploration Fund, 
that if he would provide me with a firman and six hundred pounds, 
I would undertake to find in it, not only the relics of pre-Israelitish 
Canaan, but cuneiform tablets as well. 

Just then, however, the Fund had other work to finish, but my 
offer was not forgotten, and led indirectly to the excavations which 
were eventually made on the very site in question, now known to 
geographers and archaeologists as Tell el-Hesy. As for the cunei- 
form tablets I believed to be lying in it, the very idea was laughed 
to scorn. It was in vain that I pointed to the name of Kirjath- 
Sepher, or "City of Books," destroyed by the Israelites on their 
entrance into Canaan, or to the reference to "the scribe's staff" in 
the Song of Deborah and Barak. I was told that Sepher did not in 
this instance mean a "book," and that the scribe's staff meant "a 
marshal's baton." Dr. W. Max Miiller had not yet discovered the 
name of Kirjath-Sepher in an Egyptian papyrus of the Mosaic age — 
where, however, we have Sopher, "scribe," with the determinative 
of "writing" instead of the massoretic Sepher, "book" — and the 
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Hebraist was unacquainted with the palette staff of the Egyptian 
scribes, although it is a common object in museums. 

For some years I preached to an unbelieving world the doctrine 
of the influence of Babylonian culture upon pre-Israelitish Canaan, 
and its necessary accompaniment, the cuneiform system of writing. 
Even when I published my Hibbert Lectures, my attempt to show in 
them that the gods and goddesses of Babylonia had been carried to 
Palestine met only with adverse criticism. Then, suddenly, a change 
came over the world of scholars. On the one hand, discoveries in 
Babylonia proved that Canaan had once been a Babylonian province, 
governed by Babylonian officers and under the influence of Baby- 
lonian law; on the other hand, the Tel el-Amarna tablets were brought 
to light in Upper Egypt. The whole of my contention, and more 
than the whole of it, was demonstrated to be fact : in the pre-Israel- 
itish age Canaan had been a center of literary activity, and that 
literary activity was Babylonian. Its cities and smaller towns con- 
tained schools and archive-chambers, where the script and language 
of Babylonia were taught and cuneiform tablets were preserved. 

The time had come at last for the work of excavation, which had 
been so fruitful in other parts of the ancient oriental world, to be 
undertaken in Palestine. Its methods had been perfected in Egypt 
and Greece, and a new science — that of archaeology — had been built 
upon its results. The committee of the Palestine Exploration Fund 
secured the services of Professor Flinders Petrie, who had done so 
much toward establishing the new science, and it was determined 
to begin work at Tell el-Hesy. 

In 1890, accordingly, the scientific recovery of the ancient history 
of Canaan commenced. The results of the first campaign were 
brilliant. The earlier history of the country, from a scientific point 
of view, had hitherto been a blank; its outlines were now sketched 
for the first time. The remains of the pre-Israelitish period were 
separated and distinguished from those of the period which followed 
the Israelitish conquest; and that pre-Israelitish period itself, like 
the subsequent period of Israelitish occupation, was further subdi- 
vided. Henceforward the archaeologist knew what pottery was 
Amorite and what was Israelite, and thus had a scientific criterion 
for determining the age of a given site. The skeleton of the archae- 
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ological history of Palestine had been restored once for all. Inci- 
dentally there were also other results. The great walls of the Amorite 
city, which the Israelites despaired of scaling, were uncovered and 
measured; the city itself was identified as Lachish; and the actual 
layer of ashes which marked its destruction by the Israelitish invaders 
was laid bare. There was thus an end to the guesswork of the 
theorist in his study; the spade had finally settled questions of 
geography and history which the scholar had endeavored to answer 
out of his own consciousness. 

Professor Petrie's work was continued by Mr. Bliss. Scarabs 
and other objects of the Eighteenth Egyptian Dynasty were dis- 
covered in the later Amoritish stratum, and eventually a cuneiform 
tablet, which I had seen there with the eye of faith ten years before, 
was brought to light. Unfortunately the discovery was made just as 
the excavator was finishing his work for the season, and still more 
unfortunately illness and the expiration of the firman for digging 
prevented Mr. Bliss from following it up. But it is now clear from 
Dr. Sellin's discoveries at Taanach that the archive-chamber of 
Lachish cannot be far off from the spot where the tablet was found. 

For several years the Palestine Exploration Fund had the monopoly 
of excavating in the Holy Land. But other countries have now 
begun to emulate the example set by the English society, and before 
long we may hope that the recovery of the ancient history of Palestine 
will attract as much attention as that of Egypt or Babylonia. The 
Germans are now working at Tell el-Mutesellim, the Megiddo of 
the old Testament; the Austrians have just finished their excava- 
tions at the neighboring site of Taanach. Taanach was but a third- 
rate town in the old days of its history, but it has yielded remains of 
the highest archaeological importance. 

Like other mounds which mark the site of the cities of the ancient 
oriental world, that of Taanach had grown by the ruin and growth 
of successive settlements. City was piled upon city, the disintegrated 
mud bricks and shattered stone walls of the older settlement forming 
a convenient foundation for that which followed it. At Lachish the 
excavators found no less than six cities, three Amorite and three 
Jewish, separated from one another by the great layer of ashes which 
records in visible form the story of Israelitish conquest, and coming 
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down to the fifth or fourth century, B.C. At Taanach the excavator, 
Dr. Sellin, has brought to light a similar succession of towns. In 
the oldest of these he has discovered the fortified residence of the 
Canaanitish shSkh, who doubtless delighted to call himself a "king," 
and here, in an inner chamber, he has made a yet greater discovery — 
nothing less than the library and bookcase of the ancient town. 

The bookcase consisted of a terra-cotta coffer of rectangular 
shape. Its lid had been removed and its contents scattered, two 
only of the clay tablets still remaining in it, while two others were 
found on the floor about a yard distant. I hear that sixteen more 
have been recovered this autumn, and it is possible that future- 
research may succeed in bringing the whole library to light. 

The language and script of the tablets are those of Babylonia. 
Two of them are letters addressed to a certain Istar-yisur, who seems 
to have been the shikh or governor of the place, and I would translate 
them as follows: 

To Istar-yisur: Akhi-yami. May the lord of the gods protect thy life; a 
brother art thou, and love is within thee and in thy heart. When I went 
down to Gurra [the Gur of 2 Kings 9:27], a workman gave me two knives and 
a spear and two skewers for nothing. And if the spear he has made is finished, 
I will forward it by the hands of Buridwa. Again: there is weeping for thy 
cities, and indeed they have attacked me, everyone who has attacked the cities. 
Now behold that I have acted rightly toward thee. Again : if I show my face, they 
are ashamed and sickness is on them (?). Again: let Ilu-rabi go down to the 
city of Rehab, and then he will send my man to thee along with an escort. 

To Istar-yisur: Guli-Addi. Live happily! May the gods greet thee, thy 
house and thy sons! Thou hast written to me about the money .... and 
behold, I will give fifty pieces of silver, since this has not been done. Again: why 
hast thou sent here thy salutation afresh ? All that thou hast heard there I have 
learned already through Baal-ram. Again: if the finger of Asherah (gives an 
omen), let them repeat and observe (it), and the sign and the fact thou shalt 
describe to me. As to thy daughter, we know her who is in the city of Rabbah, 
namely Salmisa, and if she grows up, thou shalt give her to sovereignty, for verily 
she is of age to be married. 

The other two tablets are even more interesting than the letters. 
They are the first fragments that have come down to us of the official 
records of a Canaanitish city, and contain lists of the persons who 
could be called upon to serve in the militia. One of them is dated 
in the accession year of a king, and they prove to demonstration how 
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thoroughly the Babylonian language and the complicated cuneiform 
script had become the official and literary language and script of 
Canaan in the Mosaic age. Even the official registers of a third- 
rate town were kept in the foreign language and characters. The same 
fact is borne witness to by the letters, which, it will be observed, are 
not written to the Egyptian court, but by one petty official to another. 
Indeed, it is doubtful whether the correspondents were officials at all; 
all that we can be sure about is that they were Canaanites, and that 
the subjects of the correspondence were just those trivial events of 
daily life which will form the subject-matter of most of our own letters. 
Nothing can show more plainly how profoundly interpenetrated Canaan 
was by the literary culture of Babylonia, or how many schools there 
must have been in the country where the Babylonian language and 
cuneiform characters could be learned. 

The clay tablets of Taanach thus carry us a step farther than 
the Lachish tablet which proved that Canaanitish officials wrote to 
one another in Babylonian cuneiform in the age of the Eighteenth 
Dynasty, and that the Canaanitish cities had their libraries and 
archive-chambers like those of Babylonia and Egypt. But it did 
not prove, as the Taanach tablets have done, that the native and 
natural script of Canaan was the cuneiform of Babylonia, in which 
the state archives were kept, and which the ordinarily educated 
"gentleman" was expected to know. 

How the literary culture of Babylonia thus came to be at home 
in Canaan we have learned from recent discoveries in Babylonia 
itself. For several centuries Canaan was a Babylonian province. 
The only title given to Khammu-rabi, the Amraphel of Genesis, 
on one of his monuments, is "king of the land of the Amorites," as 
Syria and Palestine were called by the Babylonians, and one of the 
official notes has been found in the Lebanon which were sent every 
year by the imperial government to its functionaries in order to notify 
them how the year was to be named. It belongs to the reign of the 
son and successor of Khammu-rabi, and reads : " Year when Samsu- 
iluna the king gave to Merodach a shining mace of gold and silver, 
the glory of the temple: E-Saggil it illuminated like the stars of 
heaven." 

The conquest of Babylonia by the hordes of eastern mountaineers 
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put an end to the Babylonian empire in the west, but not to the con- 
tinuance there of Babylonian civilization. Canaan, however, was 
overrun by invaders from the north, while its own princes, under 
the name of the Hyksos, led their forces into the valley of the Nile, 
and for a time made of Egypt a dependency of Syria. The Hyksos 
scarabs found by the English excavators in the south of Palestine 
bear eloquent testimony to the union that must have existed at the 
time between the two countries. 

Foremost among the northern invaders were the non-Semitic 
populations of Mitanni and the Hittites. In the age of the Tel el- 
Amarna tablets several of the Canaanitish chieftains still bore Mitan- 
nian names, and the correspondents of the Pharaoh complain of the 
intrigues of the king of Mitanni, or northern Mesopotamia, who 
still had designs on what had become an Egyptian province. But 
the Hittites were even more formidable than the Mitannians. Their 
incursions into the fruitful plains of Syria went back to the age of the 
Twelfth Dynasty, as we learn from an Egyptian monument, now in 
the Louvre, on which an official who lived under the first two kings 
of the dynasty tells us that he had taken part in a campaign against 
"the palaces of the Hittites" in the south of Canaan. 1 

We now, however, have evidence of more solid archaeological 
value than this literary testimony to Hittite influence in southern 
Palestine at a very early date. In order to understand it we must 
again take up the story of excavation in the Holy Land and of the 
historical revelations that it has made to us. While Dr. Sellin was 
digging for the Austrians at Taanach, Mr. Macalister has been dig- 
ging for the Palestine Exploration Fund at Gezer. The site has 
proved an important one, rich in archaeological results, and in Mr. 
Macalister the Fund has been fortunate enough to have a thoroughly 
trained and able excavator, who knows how to observe and interpret 
his facts. 

The history of Gezer goes back to an earlier epoch than that of 
Lachish. Its first inhabitants were troglodytes, living in caves and 

1 Professor Sayce seems to be misinformed as to the real meaning of this monu- 
ment. There is no inscriptional evidence of the presence of Hittites in Palestine 
before the Eighteenth Dynasty (1580 B. C. on). I expect to publish the above 
Louvre monument in the next number of the American Journal 0) Semitic 
Languages (April, 1905), to which the reader is referred. — J. H. B. 
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unacquainted with the use of metal. Their tools and weapons were 
of polished flint and bone, and their pottery was rude. They burned 
their dead, and their religious worship was connected with cup-marks 
which they hollowed out of the rocks. They were a race, too, of small 
stature, averaging from five feet to five feet seven inches only in height. 
Two distinct settlements of these people, an earlier and a later, have 
been found by the excavator. The later shows a slight advance in 
civilization upon the first: the pottery, for instance, begins to be 
ornamented with streaks of red or black on a yellow or red wash. 

Then comes a break in the history of the tel. A new race, which 
we are accustomed to call Amorite, appears upon the scene, bring- 
ing with it a knowledge of bronze and the practice of burial. It was 
a race which had the physiological characteristics ascribed by eth- 
nologists to the Semites, and was of fair size, from five feet seven 
inches to six feet in height. Gezer for the first time became a city, 
surrounded by walls of stone, and in its midst was erected a "high- 
place" formed of upright monoliths. This first Amorite city, the 
third settlement in succession on the site, corresponds to the earliest 
city at Lachish where no remains of the older neolithic people have 
been met with. 

The first Amorite city was followed by a second, though the general 
character of the civilization, and therefore of the objects connected 
with it, remained the same. But the city walls and high-place were 
enlarged; bronze more and more took the place of flint, and the 
evidences of intercourse with Egypt became fuller. The walls were, 
indeed, what the Israeli tish spies described them, built "up to heaven," 
and were as much as fourteen feet in thickness, and provided with 
square towers some twenty-four feet in diameter. Even more inter- 
esting than the walls is the old Canaanite high-place, the first that 
has been discovered intact. It consisted of nine monoliths, all except 
one from seven to eight feet in height, and set from north to south 
on a platform of great stones. The one exception is the second, 
which is only five feet and a half high, but as it has been polished by 
much kissing, the discoverer shrewdly concluded that it was the 
original sacred stone or beth-el—a conclusion since verified by the 
geologists, according to whom the stone has been brought from a 
distance. The eighth monolith stood apart on a stone socket, and 
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on its western face are a number of cup-marks. Between the fifth 
and sixth is a large square-socketed stone, while a circular structure 
lies to the west. 

But a gruesome discovery has been made in connection with the 
high-place. Under the floor great jars have been found filled with 
the bones of children. Most of the children were not more than a 
week old, but in two cases at least they must have been as much as 
six years of age. In both these cases the bodies had been burned, 
like those of some of the infants. Similar examples of infant- 
sacrifice were found under the foundation walls of the houses, and 
Dr. Sellin met with other examples of the same horrible custom at 
Taanach. But it was only at the high-place that the children seem 
to have been burned, "passing through the fire to Moloch," as the 
Old Testament euphemistically terms it. In the Israelitish period 
the grim custom was modified. The children had been buried with 
a cup and bowl for the food and drink they needed in their passage 
to the other world; in the Israelitish age the jar was still buried 
under the wall of the house, but it contained only the bowl and lamp 
which had been substituted for the cup; the human sacrifice was 
absent. The culture of the Israelites may have been lower than 
that of the Amorites, but though the old superstition still lingered 
which required that the foundation of a building should be "laid in 
the first-born," they obeyed a law which deprived it of its grim realism. 

Already in the ruins of the third city Egyptian scarabs occur, 
notably one of a king of the Sixth Dynasty. In the age of the fourth 
city they become plentiful along with other objects of Egyptian origin. 
At first they belong to the period of the Twelfth and Nineteenth 
Dynasties; as time goes on, they become Hyksos. Together with 
them have been found vases of diorite and alabaster, as well as mace- 
heads of Egyptian type, and a hippopotamus of terra-cotta. But the 
most important monument of Egyptian civilization is the stela of 
an Egyptian official, Amon-dudu by name, which appears to have 
been set up within the precincts of the high-place itself. Like the 
earlier scarabs, it is of the age of the Twelfth Dynasty, and makes 
it clear that Egypt must already have claimed and exercised some 
sort of suzeranity in the south of Canaan. 

More valuable, however, to the archaeologist than the Egyptian 
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stela, is the painted pottery which is found for the first time in 
the fourth city. Similar pottery was found in the later Amorite 
strata at Lachish, and it tells a very unexpected tale. For the pottery 
is Hittite, and was derived from the Hittite center in Cappadocia 
north of the Halys. Here, at the Hittite capital of Boghaz Keui, 
similar pottery has been disinterred, and Mr. Myers has shown 
that the red paint to which it owes its first origin was the famous 
sandarate or "Armenian ochre" of Cappadocia. This trichrome 
pottery, with its peculiar designs, can now be traced from its origi- 
nal source of dissemination, not only westward to the coasts of the 
iEgean, but southward across the Taurus to Lachish and Gezer. In 
Palestine it rapidly superseded the wretched native pottery with its 
incised lines, and became more and more fashionable up to the time 
when the Israelitish conquest introduced new modes in pottery as 
in everything else. The foreign pottery of the cities which followed 
the conquest at Gezer and Lachish is Cretan in origin, even the lamps 
going back to a Cretan prototype, and marks the advent of the Philis- 
tines in the land which was afterward called after their name. At 
Taanach it was Cypriote, but there the older ware of the country 
was not replaced by a foreign import until the age of Solomon. 

Iron first makes its appearance at Gezer in the latter period of 
the second Amorite city. It is not till we come to the city that corre- 
sponds in its remains with the Israelitish town which grew up on 
the ashes of the Amorite Lachish that it becomes at all plentiful. 
Bronze, in fact, long continued to hold its own, and while iron was 
used for agricultural implements and nails, bronze was still pre- 
ferred for weapons of war. The ironsmith, however, had been long 
in the land, and a furnace with remains of iron slag was discovered 
at Lachish under the bed of ashes. The Canaanites, as we read in 
the Old Testament, had their chariots of iron, and an Egyptian 
satire on tourists in Palestine in the time of Ramses II describes 
the traveler as going to the smithy of an ironsmith when his carriage 
had been damaged on the mountainous roads. 



